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Abstract:  
One hundred sample compositions were selected systematically from 4845 compositions 
written by college non-English majors who took part in the 2004 National Entrance Test of 
English for M.A./M.S. Candidates and applied for a postgraduate program in Lanzhou 
University in China. Halliday and Hasan‘s (1976/2001) concept of cohesion and taxonomy of 
cohesive ties were adopted to analyze the samples for their cohesive features. Then quantitative 
analyses were performed on the use of cohesive ties in relation to the quality of compositions. 
The findings reveal that these Chinese college students employed a variety of cohesive ties in 
their English compositions, among which lexical category had the highest percentage, followed 
by the categories of reference and conjunction. Substitution and ellipsis were seldom used. The 
quantitative analysis indicates that the composition scores were positively co-related with the 
total number of cohesive ties and lexical synonymy (LS) and personal reference (RP) among 
the categories of cohesive ties were better predictors of the quality of the student compositions. 
However, the results of the quantitative analysis suggest a weak relationship between the total 
number of the ties used and the composition scores. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Over the past 30 years there have been some studies of cohesive features in student 
compositions in English either as a native language or a second or foreign language. By 
analyzing these research studies conducted the following comments can be made: 
First of all, the researches on the relationship between frequency of cohesive ties and writing 
quality show that so far, unfortunately, no agreement has been reached. While some studies like 
Grant and Ginther (2000), Liu and Braine (2005), Norment (1994) and Song Meihua and Xia 
Weirong (2002) discover some evidence of a significant relationship between them, other 
studies like Castro (2004) and Xu (1999) find no difference in cohesive density in good and 
poor compositions. Some other studies such as Tierney and Monsenthal (1983), MnCulley 
(1985) and Neuner (1987) also report no significant relationship between them (as cited in 
Jafarpur, 1991). What makes the problem more complex is that among the studies in positive, 
Grant and Ginther (2000), Liu and Braine (2005) and Song Meihua and Xia Weirong (1999) 
examine argumentative writing, Norment (1994) observes narrative writing as well as 
expository writing, and the studies in disapproval also entail Castro‘s (2004) examination of 
argumentation and Xu‘s (1999) investigation of exposition. Thus it is impossible to attribute the 
difference of opinion to the text type in question. Clearly, there is still some gap in the study on 
the relationship between the number of cohesive ties used and quality of English writing and 
the issue remains an open one.  
Furthermore, in the research studies ever conducted, most adopted as their framework Halliday 
and Hasan‘s (1976/2001) concept of cohesion and the well-developed taxonomy of cohesive 
ties. It proves that Halliday and Hasan‘s framework can help researchers to establish a 
relationship between the frequency of cohesive ties used and quality of English writing; and 
meanwhile, it can make possible the qualitative analysis of cohesion. Therefore, this study also 
took this framework as its guiding principle. Actually, the concept of cohesion did not become 
popular in linguistics until the book Cohesion in English was published by M. A. K. Halliday 
and R. Hasan in 1976. In this work, Halliday and Hasan (1976/2001) give a full and systematic 
description of cohesion. And cohesion is divided into lexical cohesion and grammatical 
cohesion; the latter is subdivided into four types, that is, reference, substitution, ellipsis and 
conjunction (Halliday & Hasan, 1976/2001). With Halliday and Hasan‘s taxonomy of cohesive 
ties as the framework for analysis, a full account of cohesion can be ensured (Brown & Yule, 
1983/2000; McCarthy, 1991/2002; T. Bloor & M. Bloor, 1995/2001). 
2. PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY  
The analysis of cohesion in this study covers the density and variety of cohesive ties, as well as 
the patterns of its usage in the compositions. The purpose of the study is, first, to describe the 
frequency of each cohesive tie used in the student compositions, then to find out the possible 
relationship between the frequency of cohesive ties and writing quality, and third, to reveal 
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which cohesive tie(s) is/are the better predictor(s) of the quality of the student compositions. It 
is expected that the study might lead to a better understanding of the cohesive features in 
Chinese college students‘ English compositions.  
3. RESEARCH METHODS  
A. Subjects 
The subjects in the present study were college non-English majors who took part in the 2004 
National Entrance Test of English for M.A./M.S. Candidates and applied for a postgraduate 
program in Lanzhou University. It was confirmed that each of these candidates, when attending 
the examination, had got or would have gotten an associate degree or a bachelor‘s degree 
elsewhere in China and may be assumed to be representative of college students in China, 
whose population is large and whose English learning needs examining.  
B. Writing prompt 
All examinees wrote their compositions in response to a writing prompt, which asked them to 
produce a picture composition about 200 words, in the similar standardized testing conditions. 
The prompt was designed to have examinees describe and interpret the drawing given, express 
their opinions and defend their stance with examples. 
C. Data collection 
According to the method of systematic sampling, 100 sample compositions were selected from 
4845 compositions written by the subjects. From the samples collected nine unqualified ones 
were removed. The remaining 91 compositions were analyzed and relevant data were collected.  
D. Data analysis 
4.1 Marking scheme  
This study mainly concerned the quality of student compositions and thus every sample 
composition was marked to get a score that could represent its quality. The compositions were 
rated holistically on the writing rating scale established for scoring English compositions in the 
2004 National Entrance Test of English for M.A./M.S. Candidates. This rating scale consisted 
of such factors as content, explicitness of ideas, coherence, syntax, vocabulary and length of 
each composition. The samples were marked by this researcher and another independent rater, 
both of whom had taught college English for more than ten years and thus were very 
experienced raters. To avoid possible disagreement and inconsistency in awarding scores and to 
ensure that each rater would follow the same standards, five pieces of compositions written by 
some college students other than the subjects were discussed at a meeting in advance. 
The reliability of the two raters in rating the compositions was calculated through paired t-test 
in SPSS 13.0. The results, t (90) = .601, p = .549, indicate that the difference in rating between 
the two raters was insignificant. The average of their scores was the final result for each student 
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composition and was used for data analysis. The higher the average score, the better the 
composition was considered to be. 
4.2 Procedures for identifying cohesive ties 
On the basis of the Halliday and Hasan‘s taxonomy of cohesive ties(1976/2001) and Halliday‘s 
further elaboration of the ties (1994/2000), a coding scheme, as shown in Table 1, was devised 
to fit the need of this study. The coding scheme provides a means of representing the cohesive 
ties in the compositions of the current analysis. Personal reference, for instance, is coded into 
RP, with R referring to reference and P to personal.  
And then the following procedures for identifying cohesive ties in each student composition 
were developed and followed by the present researcher. 1) Each sentence in a composition was 
given an index number. 2) Each composition was read through without commenting. 3) Each 
composition was reread sentence by sentence to identify and mark cohesive ties present by 
virtue of the coding scheme set up. 4) Each cohesive tie was checked again to make sure it was 
correctly classified 
A week after being codified, the 91 sample compositions were looked through carefully again 
to check if there were any cohesive ties wrongly classified or missed. And to avoid any errors 
committed by her, a non-native English speaker, the researcher then turned to a native English 
speaker, who majored in British literature at college and was teaching in Lanzhou University of 
Technology, for a discussion about the inappropriate cohesive ties identified and 
appropriateness of the conjunctions used in the samples.  
4.3 Analytic approach to this study 
All data were coded and keypunched for computer analysis. All requisite calculations were 
performed with the Statistical Package for the Social Science (SPSS) computer program 13.0. 
To state in detail, the SPSS ―descriptive statistics‖ subroutine, Pearson correlation analysis and 
multiple regression analysis were conducted respectively to answer three questions put forward 
in section II of this paper. 
4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  
A. Frequency of cohesive ties 
A preliminary analysis of the data using descriptive statistics in SPSS 13.0 is summarized in 
Table 2. It is obvious that the students in this study employed a variety of cohesive ties with 
some categories of ties used more frequently than others. Based on the percentage of each 
cohesive tie, it is evident that the lexical category had the highest percentage of ties (50.60%), 
followed by the reference category (41.60%) and conjunction category (7.28%). Two types of 
cohesion, substitution (0.32%) and ellipsis (0.20%), were seldom used. This may suggest a 
general pattern of the use of cohesive ties in the English compositions of these Chinese non-
English majors. Liu and Braine (2005), Xu (1999) and Zhang Wenxia (2004) reported a similar 
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finding about the frequency order of cohesive categories, though the subjects of these studies 
involved not only non-English majors but also English majors and text types are not the same.  
B. Use of cohesive ties in relation to the quality of student compositions 
The figures in Table 2 show that the subjects had some knowledge of cohesive ties and used a 
variety of them. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that the two leading cohesive ties used (lexical 
cohesion and reference) have a considerable range, 33 and 37 respectively. The range of 
conjunction, 9, is also not small. In other words, the numbers of each cohesive tie used in each 
composition vary greatly. It is of necessity to investigate the relationship between the number 
of cohesive ties used and the quality of writing. The correlation was computed between the 
composition scores and the number of cohesive ties (total ties per composition) in terms of 
cohesive subtypes (personal reference, demonstrative reference, comparative reference, lexical 
repetition, etc.) through the statistical method of Pearson‘s correlation. The results are shown in 
Table 3. 
The correlation coefficients in Table 3 reveal that the composition scores was positively 
correlated with the total number of cohesive ties (r = .370), which is consistent with the results 
obtained in some other studies (e.g., Grant & Ginther, 2000; Liu & Braine, 2005; Norment, 
1994; Song Meihua & Xia Weirong, 2002). This finding indicates that there is some evidence 
of a relationship between the total number of cohesive ties used and the quality of compositions 
created by these non-English majors. In addition, according to the statistical results, the 
composition scores are also significantly correlated to such cohesive ties as lexical synonymy 
(LS), personal reference (RP), lexical collocation (LC) and demonstrative reference (RD). 
However, these four statistically significant correlation coefficients are below .35 and therefore 
not high, which suggests that they are not highly correlated. The correlation between the 
composition scores and the remaining seven ties listed in the table is insignificant.  
Thus linear multiple regression analysis (stepwise) of the relationship between the number of 
cohesive ties used and the quality of writing was performed to further elaborate to what extent 
the quality of writing could be predicted by these cohesive ties respectively and collectively.  
The results in Table 4 indicate that 11 independent variables together can predict 14.7% 
variance in the composition scores at the significance level of .001. They also suggest that 
lexical synonymy (LS) and personal reference (RP) have predicting power on the quality of the 
student compositions. According to the absolute values of Beta, it is found that the most 
powerful predictor of the dependent variable is lexical synonymy (LS) that has the highest Beta 
value, i.e. .287 at the significance level of .005. The findings in some other major studies like 
Grant and Ginther (2000), Liu and Braine (2005), Song Meihua and Xia Weirong (2002) and 
Xu (1999) reveal that lexical cohesion indeed contributes to the quality of compositions. 
Norment (1994) also concludes that there is a tendency for the frequency of cohesive ties 
(collocation and the use of synonyms) to increase with proficiency level. The second predictor 
is personal reference (RP) with its absolute Beta value being .208 at the significance level 
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of .041. This finding, contrary to the findings claimed by some researchers (e.g., Liu & Braine, 
2005; Xu, 1999), is quite unexpected and might be partly due to the fact that cohesive errors in 
personal reference, like those in other cohesive ties, were eliminated from the total number of 
personal reference. But it may also prove that there is more appropriate pronoun usage by the 
more mature writers (Grant & Ginther, 2000). The predicting power of the remaining 
independent variables, however, do not have statistical significance because their probability 
level is greater than .05 and they also have very low absolute Beta values, all of which do not 
reach the required level of significance. Consequently, they do not possess predicting power at 
all and are excluded from the predictors. So, on the basis of the results in Tables 3 and 4, it is 
safe to conclude that lexical synonymy (LS) and personal reference (RP) among the main 
categories of cohesive ties are better predictors of the quality of the student compositions, 
though their predicting power is not high. 
Most of the earlier studies (e.g., Liu & Braine, 2005; Song Meihua & Xia Weirong, 2002; Xu, 
1999) that support the positive correlation between lexical cohesion and writing quality did not 
distinguish the subcategories of lexical ties. Thus it is not clear that it is lexical cohesion as a 
whole or some subtype of it that enhances writing quality. This study made this distinction and 
its findings reveal that it is lexical synonymy that contributes to a better composition. Students‘ 
vocabulary level of English is an important factor affecting their writing quality (Ma Guanghui 
& Wen Qiufang, 1999). When lexical items used in compositions are diversified through 
lexical synonymy, i.e. through synonymy in the narrower sense, hyponymy, meronymy and 
antonymy, they are sure to improve writing quality. 
However, as can be seen from Tables 3 and 4, the correlation coefficient between the total 
number of cohesive ties and the composition scores (.370 at the significance level of .000) is 
not very good and the R2 (.147) obtained in the multiple regression analysis is also not high, 
suggesting a weak relationship between the number of the ties used and the quality of the 
student compositions though cohesive relationships may ultimately affect writing quality in 
some ways. The weak relationship might be due to some limitations about the counting method 
adopted in the study, the characteristics of these particular subjects or the possibility that the 
use of cohesive devices may not be a strong indicator of writing quality.  
5. CONCLUSION  
The findings reveal that these college non-English majors in China employed a variety of 
cohesive devices in their English writing, and lexical category had the highest percentage of 
ties, followed by the reference category and conjunction category, and substitution and ellipsis 
were seldom used. The quantitative analysis indicates that the composition scores positively co-
varied with the total number of cohesive ties and lexical synonym (LS) and personal reference 
(RP) among the categories of cohesive ties were better predictors of the quality of the student 
compositions. However, the results of the quantitative analysis also suggest a weak relationship 
between the number of the ties used and the composition scores.  
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This study further documents the previous evidence about the effects of cohesive ties on 
writing quality. In addition, the findings can help promote the understanding of the 
development of writing proficiency of Chinese college students and provide information about 
the use of cohesive ties in their compositions.  
Table 1. Summary of Types of Cohesion And Coding Scheme 
Type of cohesion Coding Type of cohesion Coding 
1 Reference 
Personal reference 
Demonstrative reference 
Comparative reference 
 
RP 
RD 
RC 
4 Lexical cohesion 
Repetition 
Synonymy  
Collocation 
 
LR 
LS 
LC 
2 Substitution S  5 Ellipsis E 
3 Conjunction 
Elaboration 
Extension 
Enhancement 
 
CEL 
CEX 
CEN 
  
 
Table 2. A Description of Cohesive Ties Used 
Type of cohesive 
ties 
Reference Substitution Ellipsis Conjunction Lexical Total 
number of 
cohesive 
ties 
Frequency 1687 13 8 295 2052 4055 
Mean/composition 18.54 0.14 0.09 3.24 22.55 44.56 
Standard deviation 7.56 0.46 0.32 2.01 7.63 13.03 
Range 37 3 2 9 33 61 
Percentage based 
on total 
41.60% 0.32% 0.20% 7.28% 50.60% 100% 
 
Table3. Correlation Between Composition Scores and the Number of Cohesive Ties 
Variable name Correlation (r) Variable name Correlation (r) 
RP .260* CEX .201 
RD .225* CEN -.008 
RC .182 LR .135 
S .095 LS .324** 
E .099 LC .258* 
CEL .140 Total number of 
cohesive ties 
.370** 
Note. * p＜0.05., ** p＜0.01. 
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Table 4. Model Summary of the Multiple Regression Analysis of the Predicting Power 
of Cohesive Ties on the Quality of Writing 
 Dependent 
variable 
Multiple R R2 
F 
Composition Scores .383 .147 7.582** 
Independent 
variable entered 
  
Beta 
Sig. 
LS   .287 .005 
RP   .208 .041 
Independent 
variable excluded  
    
RD   .106 .320 
RC   .140 .161 
S   .042 .673 
E   .104 .299 
CEL   .070 .489 
CEX   .140 .163 
CEN   .003 .977 
LR   .056 .583 
LC   .158 .127 
Note. ** p≤0.01. 
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